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I. INTRODUCTION 
The recent focus in the archival field towards community archives and local 
cultural heritage has been called a paradigmatic shift in practice and theory, akin to the 
use of memory work as a primary, authoritative source.1  This work emphasizes the 
histories and narratives in underrepresented and traditionally marginalized communities 
that have not been historically represented in institutional archives. One group of scholars 
composed of Michelle Caswell, Alda Allina Migoni, Noah Geraci and Marika Cifor 
wrote  
what we refer to as ‘mainstream archives’ throughout is defined in 
opposition to community archives, or rather, those archival institutions 
that either do not collect materials created by marginalized communities or 
that do not involve the communities themselves in a decision-making 
capacity in collecting those materials. We recognize that this distinction is 
not always clear-cut, but selected sites fall squarely within the community 
archives category according to these working definitions.2  
 
Communities can work independently or with existing local organizations like libraries 
and historical societies. Collaborations also exist between institutions and community 
groups such as the Southern Historical Collection at Wilson Library, UNC-Chapel Hill 
and their Mellon grant project “Community-Driven Archives: A Model for All Users.” 
Projects utilize oral histories, objects and material culture, and expose minority narratives 
that offer alternative interpretations and additional details to histories.
                                                 
1 Michelle Caswell, Marika Cifor, and Mario H. Ramirez, “‘To Suddenly Discover Yourself Existing’: 
Uncovering the Impact of Community Archives,” The American Archivist, 79, no. 1. (Spring/ Summer 
2016), 62. 
2 Michelle Caswell, Joyce Gabiola, Jimmy Zavala, Gracen Brilmyer, and Marika Cifor, “Imagining 
transformative spaces: the personal-political sites of community archives,” Arch Sci. 18. (2018), 11. 
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These interpretations help challenge dominant narratives that favor those 
traditionally in power and expose legacies of power dynamics. Through the community-
archives field there runs a very strong thread of social justice and challenging the status 
quo. We see examples of this in projects such as Documenting the Now which uses social 
media to capture instances of police violence and miscarriages of justice against people 
of color. These histories of overlooked communities, big and small, are important to 
protect and they need to be made accessible in some way so that historical narratives can 
be made richer and more diverse. 
To this end, my work endeavors to understand how those in the community 
archives field talk about sustainability. The definition can be broad, but it cannot be 
defined on a case-by-case basis if these practices are to be legitimized through being 
replicated. How do we acknowledge the different types of sustainability and a common 
language that supports projects outside the traditional academic model? If the objective of 
community archives is to have the process of archiving be as important, if not sometimes 
more important than the product, how can do we apply concepts of sustainability that 
promotes meaningful dialogue and resources for these projects? How does our 
understanding of sustainability need to change if we are looking at community archives 
and not a university archives that has numerous endowments? Jamie Ann Lee states in 
her blog post,  
What will it take for such archives to become sustainable? Although the 
traditional concept of archives delimits how archives can be imagined in 
both the short and long term, I look to the ways archives are generated by 
their own community expertise that inform their organizational structures 
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while also recognizing that each community archives is differently situated 
in and across communities and their stakeholders.3 
If community archives are separate from traditional institutional models, can we apply 
the same standards of sustainability as success? Meaning, does a community archive 
project have to continue in the same way that we expect an academic library archives or a 
state archives to continue in order to be sustainable?  
The aim of my work is not to make a determination on the worth of beginning 
community archives projects. Let me be very clear when I say that these community-
focused and local cultural heritage projects are essential. The form they take can be 
individual and case-by-case. What I want to understand is if there is a way to talk about 
sustainability that speaks to the unique role that community projects play. They tell 
underrepresented stories in sometimes non-traditional ways. I want to decipher a way to 
talk about sustainability that allows for those. My work aims to understand how 
practitioners understand sustainability so that these non-traditional projects are 
understood to be just as successful as institutions, even if that means a distinct definition 
for community work.
 
 
 
 
                                                 
3 Jamie Ann Lee, “Archival legibility and Legitimacy: Sustainability through Storytelling across 
Generations.” Medium (Aug. 2018), “https://medium.com/community-archives/archival-legibility-
legitimacy-sustainability-through-storytelling-across-generations-d0849a4f346d. 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
The literature examined concerning community archives tends to lack an explicit 
definition of sustainability. If sustainability is mentioned it is noted as a central 
component but without clear explanation of what it means for the case study or 
researcher. The focus generally of the authors examined here tends towards other topics 
such as affect and technology. Blogs, such as the recent “Sustainable Futures” series on 
Medium grapple with the concept of sustainability more clearly. An example of this is 
Jamie Ann Lee’s post where she argues that alternative “archives provide evidence of 
lives having been (or being) lived while also imagining a future. I argue that long-term 
sustainability of community archives, then, is integral to such imaginings and makes 
urgent the need for new funding models that are aware and can incorporate the relational 
power of archival productions and their effects today and over time.”4 There remains, 
however, a fuzziness as to a replicable model or metric. Funding and inter-user 
relationship building are components of sustainability, but even this remains within the 
confines of her case study and theory and is not interpreted as broadly applicable. There 
is a dialogue rich in theory, but the conversation on application has not been so wide 
spread. 
 
                                                 
4 Lee, “Archival Legibility.” 
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During a review of the literature, I found only one article that explicitly defines 
through a glossary-type format of what it means to be “sustainable” in a community-
archives setting. In her foundational 2011 work, “Sustaining Community Archives” 
Joanna Newman applied the definition from the 1987 Brundtland Report of the World 
Commission on Environment and Development to community archives. This reads in part 
“sustainable development meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”5 Newman’s study creates a survey 
and model for determining sustainability that encompass aspects such as governance, 
funding, and staff. While her work is often cited, the clarity of her definitions has not 
translated with the same ubiquity.  
In the following sections, I will provide an overview of the existing landscape of 
community archives, types of research being done, and how the language of sustainability 
is incorporated but not always made explicit. I will examine theoretical underpinnings of 
community work as well as more tangible topics such as technology and record creation. 
I will look at the different values that are expressed between blog posts and scholarly 
articles, as they express components of sustainability in different ways. I also examine 
the “points of danger” that community archives face, such as transitions between the 
founding and future generations and considerations between privileging identity over 
inclusive funding strategies.  Finally, I conclude with an interpretation of what has been 
accomplished in the literature, and the contributions my work makes.  
                                                 
5 Joanna Newman, “Sustaining Community Archives.” Edited version of a 2011 conference paper 
presented at A sense of place: local studies in Australia and New Zealand conference. Sydney, 5-6 May 
2011. Aplis. 25, no.1. (2012), 38. 
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The Existing Landscape: An Overview 
From what I have gleaned from the literature, there are three general camps 
emerging from community archive work concerning sustainability: strengthening 
identity-bonds, technology, and administrative processes. This first theme deals most 
specifically with the theoretical underpinning of community archives work examined 
through case studies and the emotional impact of the collections. The latter two deal with 
the maintenance of the materials, but in different ways. There is a significant amount of 
overlap between the three sustainability threads and they should by no means be 
understood as inflexible demarcations. Rather, these three themes are the lenses through 
which sustainability is discussed, albeit sometimes implicitly. This concept of 
sustainability is understood through conversations about user, content, and access 
because as Michelle Caswell notes in her article “Collecting the Easily Missed Stories” 
the “projects that lack user generated records lack sustainability.”6 
An examination of these themes is addressed in this literature review. This may 
seem like a tangent to sustainability, examining authors in the field that may or may not 
explicitly state their notions of what makes a program sustainable and therefore 
successful. But the silences and the implicit arguments made in these works speak 
volumes. When authors write about technology and hosting sites or the enthusiasm of 
volunteers, questions of the sustainability of web formats, peoples’ interest and energy 
are evident. When authors discuss the impact of the process of archiving for the one 
generation, they implicitly are asking, much like Newman and others such as Christine 
                                                 
6Michelle Caswell, “Collecting the Easily Missed Stories: digital participatory microhistory and the South 
Asian American Digital Archive.” Archives and manuscripts. 42, no.1. (2014), 78. 
8 
 
Paschild, about the sustained impact for second, third, and subsequent generations. 
Sustainability is the thread the connects all these works.      
The social, political, and historical significance of this community-focused 
movement and the work that is produced from it, however, does not make it immune to 
the factors that have traditionally plagued community, historical, and archival 
institutions. Traditional archives, libraries, and repositories face the same lack of clarity 
concerning sustainability, authors Kristen R. Eschenfelder, Kalpana Shankar et al, note in 
their work “What are we talking about when we talk about sustainability of digital 
archives, repositories and libraries?” These authors note  
one challenge in promoting sustainability in LIS research and practice is 
lack of clarity about what the term means….Because of sustainability’s 
multifaceted nature, when two people talk about sustainability, they may 
be speaking about very different things. For this paper, we define 
sustainability as the continued operation of a collection, service, or 
organization. 7  
Questions about longevity of projects, feasibility, funding, staffing, and technology are 
just some of the myriad of obstacles that those wanting to start a community-focused 
history project face, as these obstacles also plague more traditional and institutional 
models. The specific challenges for community work stems from the lack of institutional 
legacy and potentially state or university funding and the idea that community work is 
based on affect and social action of some kind. In their blog post in the series 
“Sustainable Futures” the Interference Archives (IA) located in Brooklyn, NY, is explicit 
in the ever-shifting landscape of what is means to be a sustainable community institution. 
                                                 
7 Kristin R. Eschenfelder, Kalpana Shankar, Rachel Williams, Allison Lanham, Dorothea Salo, and Mei 
Zhang. “What are we talking about when we talk about sustainability of digital archives, repositories, and 
libraries?” ASIST. (2016), 1. 
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“All of this is what sustainability looks like at Interference Archive in 2018. As a growing 
and evolving community archive, we recognize that this is not exactly what sustainability 
looked like for us five years ago, and it may be very different again in another five or ten 
years.”8 The IA blog is a transparent look at how they are organized and run, and how the 
organization functions, emphasizing the collaborations with like-minded organizations.  
In her 2014 article “Not Just Fire Hoses and the Marches: Developing a Model for 
User Centered Community Archives” Sonia Yaco from the University of Illinois at 
Chicago wrote  
Authors identified key issues for community archives: creation of 
community archives as a dedicated space, budget and staffing, collecting 
and collection development, description and access and sustainability. 
Pedro Oriarzabul also sees sustainability as problematic, specifically for 
ethnic diasporas relying on cyberspace to hold their cultural memories.9 
Sustainability has been identified clearly as a necessary consideration, but Yaco places it 
outside what I have called the three sustainability themes, all of which are mentioned in 
this one section. This I believe is one of the root causes of the lack of sustainability 
conversation. There are so many categories that deal with how to “do” community 
archives work, we have lost the overarching structural framework within which 
community archives work can succeed.   
Empirical Examples 
The variety of projects and the case-by-case mentality often used to describe these 
projects makes it difficult to apply a standard metric of success. The diversity of projects 
                                                 
8  “Sustainability at Interference Archive.” 
9  Sonia Yaco, “Not Just the Fire Hoses and the Marches: Developing a Model for User Centered 
Community Archives.” Society of American Archivists.(2015), 2. 
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and the level of expertise that these projects have available to them imply that traditional 
standards for what constitutes a success cannot be applied in the same broad sweeping 
strokes. Indeed, how can one look at a parade, an example of street art, or a community-
built website and demand it have the same level and qualities of an academic institution 
in order for it to be a success? Rather than calling the work “case-by-case” I want to read 
against the grain of this literature, and offer that through the many forms of community 
projects, there can be replicable models for sustaining both the materials (the analog and 
digital collections) and the meaning (identity and visibility).  
As mentioned before, Newman used her model of sustainability gauges to 
measure where the archives she examined fell.10 She created a table that provides a two 
column scale, showing if institutional factors are “Absent or low and therefore unlikely to 
be sustainable” or if factors are “Present” and therefore “likely to be sustainable.” Her 
table divided the institutions studied into three sections: Organization; Archives; 
Community. The first section details the organizational structures of the institution that 
are composed of individual factors stated as “Governance”, “Funding”, “Skilled staff”, 
“Collaboration”, and “Dynamism.” Newman articulates “Governance” as legal status, 
mission statement, while “Funding” is understood as long-term commitment to the 
institution, the unpredictability of source, budget lines, and how much input the Archives 
has over monies. “Skilled staff” relates to both education and expertise, but also having 
enough people to do all the necessary jobs. “Collaboration” focuses on inter-institutional 
                                                 
10 Newman, “Table 1”, 40. 
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cooperation for services, goals, and public programming while “Dynamism” relates to 
growth of collections, future planning and active vs passive collection plans.  
The second section is composed of factors that deal specifically with the Archives 
composed of “Preservation”  including storage, research facilities, and conservation 
needs. “Archival practices” deals with appraisal, a uniform system for description, and a 
clear collection policy. The final section is “Community” and is made of one factor 
“Community Engagement” which Newman understands as how active the institution is 
within the community. Her analysis concluded that “collections, the Archivists and their 
character, and external support” were the three defining factors for the four case studies.11 
“Governance” and “Dynamism” were not present but community engagement was crucial 
to sustainability. This emphasis on community engagement speaks to the larger picture of 
social initiatives and activism in community archives.  
One group of scholars has written extensively about community archives as 
affective spaces. They do not speak of sustainability explicitly, but their framework 
reflects the often relied upon case-by-case analysis structure found in community 
archives work. Additionally, their work is included here because I want to model their 
interview methods, utilizing potentially a value coding. The three articles I include here 
for brief summation as examples of community archives work are: “Imaging 
transformative spaces: the personal-political site of community archives” by Michelle 
Caswell, Joyce Gabiola, Jimmy Zavala, Gracen Brilmyer, and Marika Cifor; “ ‘To Be 
Able to Image Otherwise’: community archives and the importance of representation” by 
                                                 
11 Newman, 41. 
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Michelle Caswell, Alda Allina Migoni, Noah Geraci and Marika Cifor; and    “ ‘To 
Suddenly Discover Yourself Existing’: Uncovering the Impact of Community Archives” 
by Michelle Caswell, Marika Cifor, and Mario H. Ramirez.  
These scholars conducted semi-structured qualitative interviews with more than 
70 individuals across eighteen institutions. The institutions examined present histories of 
minority groups based on certain identities and ethnicities. In the semi-structured 
interviews, the authors do not ask about sustainability. They do however, focus on affect 
and meaning of the materials for researchers and community. They ask questions such as: 
• How  would you describe the importance of this community archives to someone 
who has never seen it before?12  
• Prior to working with your organization, had you looked for members of your 
community in archives or museums? What did you find? Can you describe this 
experience? How did you feel? Did you feel these materials were representative 
of the community you were interested in or apart of?13 
• How have the students responded to SAADA (South Asian American Digital 
Archives) materials? How have South Asian American Students in particular 
responded?14 
Authors look at the importance and affective nature of physical space, visibility of 
histories, and impact on students of seeing and using materials found in their family’s 
heritage. These articles touch upon central themes in community archives work that are 
implicitly related to sustainability.  These include the importance of community record 
creation, acknowledgement of histories and legacies of exclusion, and the points of 
transfer between the founding generation and those that follow. I want to use this model 
                                                 
12 Michelle Caswell, Joyce Gabiola, Jimmy Zavala, Gracen Brilmyer, and Marika Cifor. “Imagining 
transformative spaces: the personal-political sites of community archives.” Arch Sci. 18. (2018), 92. 
13 Michelle Caswell, Alda Allina Migoni, Noah Geraci, and Marika Cifor. “‘To Be Able to Imagine 
Otherwise’: community archives and the important of representation.” 38, no. 1. (2017), 26. 
14 Michelle Caswell, Marika Cifor, and Mario H. Ramirez. “‘To Suddenly Discover Yourself Existing’: 
Uncovering the Impact of Community Archives.” The American Archivist.79, no. 1. (Spring/ Summer 
2016), 78. 
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and the foundational theories of these groups of authors to work into the community 
archives discourse notions of sustainability.   
Non-Traditional Structural Emphasis 
Community archives research emphasizes the authority of non-traditional archival 
users and donors, in an attempt to democratize institutions and access. One of the ways in 
which this is accomplished is by trying to create community archives and cultural 
heritage institutions that are independent from larger established institutions, or at least 
equitably co-run. These are laudable goals and the research surrounding community 
archives focuses on the projects, the technology, and the impact that expressing these 
hidden histories have on users. A number of authors examined here have very strong 
opinions about working with institutions. Some like Jarrett M. Drake and Yusef 
Omowale see this relationship as deeply problematic. Omowale in particular writes “we 
must refuse the rules of inclusion, and vocabularies of recognition and legitimacy that are 
meant to contain our histories…. This archival practice necessitates a refusal of the 
professionalization of the field. Our communities have always had memory-keepers that 
intentionally documented and shared our stories.”15 Giemza views community project 
independence from institutions as an assurance of sustainability, meaning the narratives 
are not in danger of being swallowed up.16 Others like Baker, Feinhemier, Zavala, Page-
Reeves, Rodrigues,  and Heichenbech illustrate the broad range of reliance on institutions 
                                                 
15 Yusef Omowale, “We Already Are” Medium, (2018). 
16  Bryan Giemza, “More than Words: Respectful Stewardship and the Balance of Community Archives.” 
Letonica. (2018), 9. 
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for administrative and technological sustainability.17 However the relationship is 
understood, it is clear that collaboration is not always seen as ideal but in most cases a 
necessary evil for sustainability, at least concerning the administrative and technological 
aspects. Sustainability is undeniably a complex balancing act.  
Jeannette Bastian offers little by way of defining sustainability, but explores the 
significance of non-traditional, dynamic, and non-textual community practices, such as 
carnival, that are in themselves archival expression of identity. She notes “sustaining the 
unconventional carnival archives within an acceptable archival framework not only gives 
archival validity to cultural expression, but in more practical terms facilitates new 
understandings of what a cultural archives might be or might become.”18 Bastian reads 
into the process of carnival as an experience of post-colonial archiving through “doing 
history.” Terry Cook’s work outlines the shifts in archival theories that have led us to the 
present moment of community and participatory work. The four paradigms, evidence, 
memory, identity, and community, run parallel to the increasingly post-modern school of 
thought where records and archives are not neutral and truths are selective. The multi-
                                                 
17 Sarah Baker and Jez Collins. “Popular music heritage, community archives and the challenge of 
sustainability.” International Journal of Cultural Studies. 20, no.5. (September 2017): 476-491; Janice W. 
Feinheimer, Douglas A. Boyd, Beth L. Goldstein, and Sarah Dorpinghaus. “Sustainable Stewardship: A 
Collaborative Model for Engaged Oral History Pedagogy, Community Partnership, and Archival Growth.” 
The Oral History Review. 45, no.2. (2018): 311-331;  Jimmy Zavala, Alda Allina Migoni, Michelle 
Caswell, Noah Geraci, and Marika Cifor. “‘A process where we’re all at the table’: community archives 
challenging dominant modes of archival practice.” Archives and Manuscripts.45., no. 3. (2017): 202-215; 
Janet Page-Reeves, Ananda Marin, Molly Bleecker, Maurice Leon Moffett, Kathy DeerInWater, Sarah 
EchoHawk, and Douglas Medin. “”From Community Data to Research Archive.” Gateways: International 
Journal of Community Research and Engagement. 10. (2017), 283-297; Antonio Rodrigues, “Introducing 
an archival collecting model for the records created by South African Portuguese community 
organisations.” Archives and Manuscripts.44, no.3. (2016): 141-154; and Matthew J. Heichenbech, 
“Institutionalized Community Archives: Understanding a Community’s Relationship with Its Collected 
History.” A Masters Thesis in Museum and Exhibition Studies in the Graduate College of the University of 
Illinois at Chicago, 2015.  
18 ” Jeannette A. Bastian “The records of memory, the archives of identity: celebrations, texts, and archival 
sensibilities.” Arch Sci. 13. (2013), 125. 
15 
 
vocal space of the archive lends itself to various forms of archival expression and offers a 
way for archival experts to sustain community efforts.19  
The Radical Contributions of Blogs 
The series “Sustainable Futures” published by the forum Medium most explicitly 
grapples with the fragmentary work on sustainability. Interestingly enough, this blog also 
makes the strongest connection between archival work and social justice, community care, 
and policy transformation. The Interference Archive articulates its mission statement as an  
archive of cultural works created through and for the power of social 
movements. IA was founded in [composed of] extensive collection of 
materials including books, prints, music, moving images, and ephemera 
through [the founders’] involvement in social movements and political art 
projects over 25 years.”20  
IA is run entirely by volunteers and identifies as a non-hierarchical and counter-
institutional model on the political left.21 They note in their blog that there is little 
distinction between donor, user, and volunteer, a common model that Caswell et al., noted 
in their work with community archives.22 
Additionally, the “Sustainable Futures” authors here tend to be the most hostile to 
collaboration with academic institutions, despite many radical practitioners being affiliated 
with universities. Part of this hostility originates from an insider’s knowledge on how 
institutions can swallow or co-opt community narratives, presenting them as token 
exhibits or ignoring them all together. Bergis Jules states in his blog post “Let the People 
Lead, “it must be recognized that academic institutions have historically presented 
                                                 
19  Terry Cook, “Evidence, memory, identity, and community: four shifting archival paradigms.” Archival 
Science, 13.(2013), 107-116. 
20 “Sustainability at Interference Archive.”  
21 “Sustainability at Interference Archive.”   
22 “Imagining Transformative Spaces, 78. 
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Eurocentric, extractive, and systematically racist approaches to scholarship and research, 
amounting to historical trauma of the very communities these institutions now seek to 
engage.”23 Lee calls for legibility at the intersections of university and community 
interactions, that is, understanding how communities and institutions “read” archives 
differently.24 In some cases the use of the term “community archives” is distrusted. For 
these authors and radical archival thinkers, the term community further isolates minority 
groups from mainstream narratives. Jarrett M. Drake, one of the contributors to the blog 
notes this discrepancy. Making this work meaningful begins “with the rejection of two 
words we in archives have come to know, love, and abuse: ‘local’ and ‘community-
based.’ I maintain that these terms offer diminishing analytic (and consequently, 
actionable) value because they constitute the most common of empirical fictions.”25 For 
Drake, the qualifier of “community work” places these narrative further outside the 
mainstream. This further “others” minority groups while allowing established institutions 
to do token work for underrepresented communities.  
Drake’s point is that there is a fundamental misunderstanding of community 
archives to which he admits contributing. He notes that “First, our longing for the local 
leads us astray and, second, the modifier ‘community’ that precedes ‘archives’ is 
redundant if not remarkably imprecise.” He claims that this language and these archival 
qualifiers strengthen power disparities rather than distributing them. Not only does this set 
a precedent for institutions to control narratives, but it further relegates community-
                                                 
23Bergis Jules, “Let the People Lead: Supporting Sustainability vs Dependency Models for Funding 
Community-Based Archives.” Medium. (Nov. 2017), https://medium.com/on-archivy/let-the-people-lead-
supporting-sustainability-vs-dependency-models-for-funding-community-based-82f76d54c483 
24 Lee, “Archival Legibility.” 
25 Jarrett M. Drake, “Seismic Shifts: On Archival Fact and Fiction.” Medium. (Aug. 2018). 
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specific work to the margins of historical inquiry and relevance. This sustainability of 
meaningful narratives is further jeopardized by trivializing what it means to be a 
community. Additionally, while narratives can be centered in a specific location, to call 
the work community hides the contributions of those like funders, coders, transcribers, and 
researchers who live and work outside the specific community locations.   
One of his most poignant arguments is that every archive is a “community 
archive” because all institutions document groups and communities, even if those are 
communities of Confederate Lost Cause supporters.26 To misunderstand communities is to 
undermine the sustainability of organizations that do not conform to traditional models or 
modes of expression. Drake offers notes on ideological sustainability through applying a 
transformation in language. Gabriel Solis in his blog piece uses Drake’s transformative 
language to forward notions of transformative justice, further linking community archives 
with social justice. He admits that he does not clearly define what he means by 
transformative justice, how it is made actionable or how it can be applied to sustaining 
community work. This, he notes “raises an important question: How often, and to what 
extent, do we take the time to map our ‘imagined worlds’? We are good at identifying 
injustices and inequities, forcefully deconstructing their historical and ideological 
trajectories, and unearthing more accurate narratives and constructions of memory.”27 
While he offers theories of liberation, there is no replicable model offered. We are not to 
lose heart however, as Solis’ theories are an important inclusion. Theories and ideologies 
                                                 
26 Drake, “Seismic Shifts.” 
27Gabriel Solis. “Reflections on Archives of Violence and Transformative Justice.” Medium. (Sept. 2018). 
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and maps of “imagined worlds” of what could and should be, and they tell a part of the 
sustainability story, but admits to not being a full story.  
Sustainability theory is important, as it the admission that the practice hasn’t quite 
matched theoretical gusto. Omowale mixes theories and action, and in these refutation of 
historical and archival norms lays the possibilities of sustainability. “Our archives have 
always existed and our communities have always done archival work. It’s being 
dispossessed of things like our land, our housing, even our health that have made our 
archives unsustainable.”28 He argues that while funding from organizations are good, a 
recognition of the memory work that has always been done in communities is the most 
essential aspect of the paradigm shift. In his aptly titled blog “We Already Are” 
communities have sustained their memory work for generations. The western archival 
field did not discover these histories, and understanding these non-academic modes of 
sustainability are critical.   
Theory of Visibility 
The theme of identity is often lauded as the most participatory where communities 
are concerned, but it is also the most theoretical and abstract. This is perhaps also the 
most prominent theme in the literature. In her work with the now diasporic community of 
African American miners from Eastern Kentucky, Karida Brown argues that “this group 
of migrants have collectively constructed their archive – the archive of their diaspora – 
not only with materials, but also with their memories, rituals, and performances.”29 She 
                                                 
28 Omowale, “We Already Are”. 
29 Karida L. Brown, “On the Participatory Archive: The Formation of the Eastern Kentucky African 
American Migration Project.” Southern Cultures. 22, no. 1. (Spring 2016), 118. 
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notes, however, that the question of what to do with all this stuff remained. Brown 
worked with the Southern Historical Collection at UNC Chapel Hill to act as a repository 
for the materials. The collection was negotiated however, to be a standalone and not 
mixed with other collections. This helped to retain community autonomy and identity 
while allowing the administrative and technical aspects to be sustained by the 
institution.30 
In this way, the community, through a liaison, can leverage their materials in 
order to receive institutional contracts tailored to their needs. There are other instances of 
authors trying to find methods to strengthen community identity and visibility through 
equable partnerships. Archivists in traditional institutions are trying to foster relationships 
that focus on access to materials in ways that help communities work against the legacies 
of marginalization. “Eric Kelelaar reminds us” Terry Cook notes “that archives are now 
beginning ‘spaces of memory-practice where people can put their trauma in context by 
accessing the document [to turn] experience into meaning.”31  
Through the study of community archives, scholars have found encouraging 
instances of symbolic annihilation being countered in very meaningful ways. Perhaps the 
best expression of this comes from Caswell, Cifor, and Ramirez in their tripartite 
framework for empirical understanding the community archives. By dividing their theory 
into an epistemological (we were here), ontological (I am here), and social (we belong 
here) schema, they find that community archives provide meaning for groups through 
                                                 
30 Brown, 117. 
31 Terry Cook, “Evidence, memory, identity, and community: four shifting archival paradigms.” Archival 
Science, 13.(2013), 99.   
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validating their historical and continual presences and significance.32 They conduct their 
work through a series of interviews throughout Southern California and the South Asian 
American Digital Archives (SAADA). This is an important theoretical framework but 
offers little in the way of a definition of how to sustain this significance. Indeed, in their 
article “To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise: Community Archives and the Importance of 
Representation” the authors write, “there is a greater need for research on emerging 
models of community-institutional partnership and other strategies that seek to sustain 
these archival projects beyond the capacities and lifespan of original founders.”33 Other 
authors have noted the positive collaboration that can come from communities and 
institutions, though the level of comfort with institutions vary.  
Scholars have argued that promoting the historical importance of minority groups 
helps validate their current identities and importance to contemporary communities. This 
work is made manifest in community and participatory archives and cultural heritage 
projects.34 Isto Huvila notes the precedent of increased pride in heritage and cultural 
identity caused by this participatory turn.35 Scholars have noted the spirit of protest 
inherent in community archives, and increasingly pushing back against traditional 
historical and archival morés are evident through user type and experience.36 In her 
“Sustainable Futures” blog post, “Archival Legibility” Lee notes that the visibility of 
                                                 
32 “To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise,” 6. 
33 “To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise,” 7). 
34 “To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise,” 18). 
35 Isto Huvila, “The unbearable lightness of participating? Revisiting the discourse of “participation” in 
archival literature.” 71., no. 2. (2015): 358-386. 
36  “To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise,” 21; “To Suddenly Discover Yourself Existing,” 61; Vladan Vulkiš 
and Anne J Gillilard. “Archival Activism: Emerging Forms, Local Applications.” Archives in the Service of 
People – People in the Service of Archives. (2016), 20. 
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minority groups in non-traditional settings lends itself to sustainability of projects, 
dialogues, and intergenerational and inter-identity relationships. In her post, Lee 
examines the effect a POP-UP Archive [which] facilitated performances of oral history 
excerpts from 1970’s lesbian feminists at mostly un-marked sites,” had on visitors. 
“intimate encounters among past, present, and future pose a queer alternative to the 
traditional concept of ‘archives’” as immoveable and impersonal building.37 Networking 
along the lines of user affect is an important component of sustainability because it builds 
collections, volunteers, or employees with varied skillsets, histories, donor base, and 
visitors.  
Record Creation 
The process of archiving is central to sustainability, as authors emphasize the 
necessity of collection building and user generated materials (we will see this examined 
when discussing technology). There is also, a theoretical/ affective component to the 
process of collecting building or generating materials. Sarah Ramsden argues that 
“community archives are about service as much as they are about preserving records.”38 
This “service” aspect was central to Ramsden’s research evidenced by the sixth point in 
her research Questionnaire: “How would you describe the role of the archive in your 
community? How does it create or sustain a sense of community?”39 We see this service 
role also in Paschild’s examination of the Japanese-American National Museum where 
                                                 
37 Lee, “Archival Legibility.” 
38 Sarah Ramsden, “Defining ‘Community’ in Models of Community Archives: Navigating the Politics of 
Representation as Archival Professionals.” A Thesis for MA degree. University of Manitoba and the 
University of Winnipeg. (2016), 58. 
39 Ramsden, 120. 
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service to identity actually hindered sustainability through lack of funding or younger 
generational interest.40 Lee echoes the questions of Paschild in her piece when she asks 
“What stories do you tell about your archives, your collections, and your communities to 
garner interest? Does this interest turn into a donation? Why or why not? How might the 
communities participate in the telling of these stories? And to what ends?”41 Like 
Paschild, Lee asks how the identity formation and collection building can help or hinder 
financial viability.  
Antonio Rodrigues reaches a similar conclusion as Ramsden and Paschild. He 
“proposes an archival collecting model for the records generated by the South African 
Portuguese community-based organization which demonstrates the processes, resources, 
and other factors that are necessary to establish and sustain an archival collection 
initiative.”42 Understanding and enacting the process of archiving building community 
bonds, sometimes to a surprising extent, as noted by Jimmy Zavala, Alda Allina Migoni, 
Michelle Caswell, Noah Geraci, and Marika Cifor in their article “ ‘A process where 
we’re all at the table’: community archives challenging dominant modes of archival 
practice.” Valerie Swayza reaches a similar conclusion, that collaboration between 
generations opens up opportunities for replicable models, which translates into 
sustainability.43 Similarly, Josie Wales emphasizes the need for equitable partnership 
                                                 
40 Cristine N. Paschild, “Community Archives and the Limitations of Identity: Considering Discursive 
Impact on Material Needs.” The American Archivist.75. (Spring/ Summer 2012), 3; 17. 
41 Lee, “Archival Legibility.” 
42 Rodrigues, 141. 
43 Valerie R. Swayza, “Archival Activism in Action: Exploring Collaboration Between Traditional 
Repositories and Community Groups. A Master’s Paper for the M.S. in L.S. degree. University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. (2017), 52. 
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between communities and institutions in order to sustain integrity of records and day to 
day functions.44  
Use of Technology 
Technology is the central focus of certain authors examined here. In their article, 
“Popular music heritage, community archives and the challenge of sustainability” Sarah 
Baker and Jez Collins compares two archives the British Archive for Country Music and 
the Facebook group archive “Upstairs at the Mermaid.” Though the former is a brick and 
mortar building, Baker and Collins examine the parallel “challenges in archiving 
medium-long term sustainability” for these two case studies, resting on the intersecting 
problems of one “can’t sustain [an archive] on love and care.”45 Doreen Foster echoes 
this in her post about the UK community archiving context, “Volunteer effort had kept 
the organisation alive for over twenty years however, it quickly became clear that valuable 
though volunteer effort remains, it would not have been possible to create and deliver the 
programmes, exhibitions and a capital project on voluntary effort.”46 In the case of the 
“Upstairs at the Mermaid” Baker notes “online digitizing democratizes archives,” but are 
hosted on Facebook, a proprietary site that is fundamentally not suited for preservation 
projects.47 
Some authors delve into specific challenges of users and technology in record 
creation and keeping. In their article “Collecting, organizing, and preserving diverse 
                                                 
44 Wales, Josie. “Community Archives and the Archival Community.” A Thesis for the MA degree. Leiden 
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45 Baker, 478. 
46 Doreen Foster. “Imagination and Luck: Capacity Building at Black Cultural Archives.” Medium. (Aug. 
2018). 
47 Baker, 482. 
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publication sources for the good of one community archive: legal challenges and 
recommendations,” Andrea Copeland, Tomas Lipinski, and Kyle Jones examine where 
the burden of documentation and sustainability falls and how those not familiar with 
community nuance can inadvertently decontextualize materials. Additionally, she studies 
the ethics of sustained documentation and data collection and how even if policy is 
enacted, that does not guarantee that the archives will be sustained.  
Ramesh Srinivasan is in conversation with Copeland et al., regarding the 
importance of community context to prevent decontextualization of specific community 
materials. In his work, “Ethnomethodological Architectures: Information Systems Driven 
by Cultural and Community Visions,” he examines the balancing of and often conflicting 
options of technological interoperability of documentation structures versus sustained 
community context.48 His work also speaks to Bastian’s regarding dynamic expressions 
of material (though he focuses on robust technological infrastructure as opposed to 
Carnival) as well as Caswell’s work and Cifor and Gilliland regarding community 
members as record creators and information architects (Cifor and Gilliland, 3). This last 
point links directly to the work of Janet Page-Reeves, Ananda Marin, Molly Bleecker, 
Maurice Leon Moffett, Kathy DeerInWater, Sarah EchoHawk, and Douglas Medin. In 
their article, “Community Data to Research Archive,” they question the use of the term 
participatory as a panacea for community and institution interactions. Page-Reeves et al., 
argues that community are included, but often lack control of research or leadership in 
projects. The authors state “we believe there are ways to strategically structure 
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Community Visions.” ASIST. 58, no.5. (2007):723-733. 
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community-engagement research efforts to support communities to develop their own 
capacity and agency in the research enterprise.”49 By tailoring projects and resources to a 
community’s capacity of sustainability, there is a greater chance, Page-Reeves et al., 
argue, that communities will lead, rather than participate in, projects. Jules echoes this 
point, arguing “grant makers can have an extremely important role to play in funding the 
sustainability and the growth of community-based archives, but they risk replicating 
exploitive models in the people who do the [deleted repeated the] work of community 
archives aren’t at the table from the beginning or tapped to lead some of these efforts.”50 
Points of Danger: Transitions Between Founders and Followers 
Newman clearly articulates the role that intergenerational project transitions play 
in sustainability (which is defined as meeting the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations). While articles written by Caswell et al., 
such as “Imagining Transformative Spaces,” “To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise,” and 
“To Suddenly Discover Yourself Existing” tend to avoid studies of sustainability and 
focus on theories of affect, these articles particularly  “To Be Able To Imagine” do note 
the dearth of sustainability research. Specifically, the lack of understanding how projects 
shift from the founding generation to the next generation.51 This unsteady 
intergenerational transition has been noted by other scholars such as Baker, Andrew 
Flinn, Paschild; and Janice Fernheimer, Douglas A. Boyd, Beth L. Goldstein, and Sarah 
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Dorpinghaus in work from the University of Kentucky, “Sustainable Stewardship: A 
Collaborative Model of Engaged Oral History Pedagogy, Community Partnership, and 
Archival Growth.”52   
In her article, “Collecting the Easily Missed Stories,” Caswell does not provide a 
succinct definition of sustainability, but she does define “participatory microhistory” 
which has classic elements of sustainability. These three key components are user created 
records, bringing the community into the archival process, and creating an affective 
space. She further notes the problems that arise with technological obstacles and poor 
infrastructure. Copeland et al., echoes this latter point, noting that while the CHIME 
program she examined is financially sustained by funding, the long term money and 
technological maintenance remains unknown.53 Similarly, Scobie Lekhutile from the 
Khama III Memorial Museum, Botswana notes “most of the practical difficulties arise 
from lack of financial resources, resulting in a shortage of expertise and storage facilities, 
and an inability to purchase the modern equipment that has become important in 
archives.”54 Page-Reeves et al., tries to avoid the problems that arise when grant funding 
ends through arguments that by developing capacity practice that make community 
members active leaders rather than passive participants, the projects have the ability to 
last beyond grant funding.55 Interference Archive relies on donations for supporters and 
sustainers to cover operational costs, as well as a health fund. They receive small grants 
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from families, art councils and other arts and culture organizations. Finally, IA works 
with school groups in an “exchange of resource program.” They created a sliding scale 
for visits, “well-resourced institutions pay more than local high schools. We understand 
this relationship as an exchange of the resources each of our institutions has at their 
disposal.”56 They frame this exchange as almost equitable bartering between like-minded 
institutions that have varied access to resources. IA has cultural material and other 
organizations have funding and systems that IA lacks.  
Beyond the basic questions of starting a project, one must also decide the format 
that projects will take. Marginalized groups have traditionally been barred from 
recordkeeping institutions, therefore groups have found alternative methods for 
sustaining dialogue, tradition, and meaning in their communities. Indeed, an important 
thread within this research is the tension between the process of doing community 
archival work and the actual product that is created. As a result, arguments have been 
successfully made for events like parades and festivals to be considered a type of cultural 
archive, a record of the community’s history.57 Groups have also used technology and 
websites to host the evidence of their existence, as informally as social media platforms 
and as formally as The South Asian American Digital Archives (SAADA). Murals and 
historic markers serve as a record for the community as a visual manifestation of oral 
traditions (see Portland Street Art Alliance.) There is no shortage of outlets for 
community history to be expressed if one has the vision, resources, and drive.  
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An important conversation within the community archives work is the balance 
between process and product. This methodology was expressed at a panel discussion at 
Brown University in 2016 by UNC Wilson Library Archivist Biff Hollingsworth. He 
stated “archives are [not tombs or temples but] compost piles…archives should allow 
organic matter of the human experience, the leavings of the human experience to be taken 
into the archive and composted where they can, they can sort of transfer their nutrients to 
another living being.” Hollingsworth later noted, extending the metaphor of composting 
to community gardening that “one result of this community garden or participatory model 
is that the process becomes more, more the product. So the process is more important 
than the product and it is sort of what you’re getting after anyways is just the process of 
having people contribute.”58  
Conclusion 
Through the course of my literature review the term sustainability, when it is 
used, is frequently used and identified as an important factor of success. The most 
obvious gauge for a community project, and indeed any project, is sustainability. 
Throughout the literature in this field, sustainability is one of the most common causes 
for concerns and requirements for what is considered a successful project. Yet despite 
this, there is a startling dearth of information concerning what is actually meant by 
sustainability. Yaco notes this gap in scholarship, stating that “lacking in both the UK and 
American literature is a systematic attempt to compile methodologies for creating and 
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sustaining community archives.59 Other works examined for this research argue for the 
necessity of sustainability, but they do not clearly articulate what they mean by a 
sustainable, and therefore successful, project. From what I have gathered, there are two 
main threads of sustainability conversations. Some talk about sustainability as it relates to 
technology. The concerns of these authors are centered on the risks that technology pose 
to a projects sustainability: meaning how long will the hosting site be up, who will keep 
the site updated, how can the technology increase access by minority communities and 
who will control the data once the original founding group is no longer active, to name 
but a few. These authors tend to look at sustainability as it relates to systems. They ask 
how can this work be done, and done in a meaningful way. Both groups speak to the 
ability for users to access materials and be affected by the collections in some way, either 
through representation of an identity or through a technological medium.  
Community archives inherently has to be more complex than just preservation. 
Sustainability means more than survival of the materials, but survival of an identity and a 
legacy of misrepresentation, systemic brutality, and neglect. I believe this is why 
community work is so often spoken in the same breath as social justice. Sustainability is 
not just one thing. It is not just funding nor is it just collections building. It can't simply 
be activism nor technological prowess. In other for something to be sustainable, the 
complexity has to be acknowledged and discussed explicitly.
 
 
                                                 
59  Yaco, 2. 
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III. METHODS 
Overview 
I conducted interviews based on a convenience sampling of individuals 
participating in community archives and cultural heritage projects by identifying potential 
interviewees through my own work as the Community Outreach Coordinator with the 
Community-Driven Archives project at the Southern Historical Collection, Wilson 
Special Collections Library at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. The 
Community-Driven Archives project aims to provide communities with the resources and 
practical knowledge to capture, protect, and preserve their histories, countering the legacy 
of extractive institutional practices.  My work at the Community-Driven Archives project 
has been foundational in refining my understanding of what it means to work equitably 
with community groups and insights into the various manifestations of sustainability. I 
interviewed one member associated with the Community-Driven Archives Project and 
four individuals who contacted me about the Community-Driven Archives “Archivist in a 
Backpack” project.  
I realize that my interview-base privileges institutional practitioners who have 
access to academic resources and materials. However, I had great success in broadening 
my interview base and having a more diverse representation than expected. I conducted 
one interview with a university archivist, one with a public librarian, one interview with 
two public library archivists, and two with no formal archival training. The projects and 
work conducted by the interviewees focuses on countering legacies of community erasure 
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and placing the power in the communities with an institution as a second-tier actor and 
primarily as a provider of materials and practical knowledge.  
The definition of a community archive is challenging to settle upon precisely 
because there are a myriad of manifestations of organizations. There are those that are 
partnered with university or state institutions and those that rely on a network of similarly 
organized, independent groups. There are those that are digital collections and those that 
are celebratory or commemorative expressions of a peoples and a history. For 
simplicity’s sake and unless otherwise noted in my discussion, I am broadly using Joanna 
Newman’s definition of a community archive. In her 2011 work, she defines a 
community archive as “collections of archival records that originate in a community – 
that is, a group of people who live in the same location or share other forms of 
community of interest – and whose collection, maintenance and use involves active 
participation of that community.” 60 
Procedure 
The data I collected focus on four categories of questions that try to understand how a 
community archives organization implicitly or explicitly understand sustainability.   
1. “Context Questions” is a brief summation of the history of the organization  and 
what role it plays in the particular community in which the organization or group 
exists and works.  
2. “Interviewee’s Work” considers the role of the person interviewed as a 
representative of the larger body of staff. These questions relate to the 
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organization of the group and an articulation of governance, mission statement, 
etc. The difficulty in creating these questions is to try to discern if each 
organization or group intentionally created a sustainability plan or if the idea of 
sustainability is a combination of materials, funding, and technology.  
3. “Questions about the Field” ask the interviewee to consider some elements of the 
literature written about community archives and if the interviewee sees a 
connection or disconnect between what is published and what is done on the 
ground.  
4. “Success and Sustainability”. This section asks the interviewee to meditate on the 
relationship between success and sustainability. I want to look at how success is 
defined for the organization and community and how this, implicitly or explicitly, 
relates to notions of sustainability. (See Appendix A for all questions).  
Data Collection and Storage 
I collected the data through interviews. Only one of my interviewees was located 
in the North Carolina Triangle area. I conducted all other interviews via phone call or 
Skype. I recorded these oral interviews via Zoom H4n Audio Recorder and saved to 
Microsoft One Drive, protected by Two-Step Verification. I transcribed interviews, 
copies of which were saved to Microsoft One Drive.    
The interviewees had the option, at the beginning of the interview or after, to 
remain anonymous or be referred to by a pseudonym. I analyzed the data by looking at 
word choice, themes, and or descriptions of sustainability practices. This is looking at 
policy and mission statement materials and does not rely upon personal or sensitive 
information about the interviewee.  
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I used contact information only for initial contact (via password protected and 
two-step verification email account or in-person conversation) asked participants for their 
permission to be identified by their name, position title, and organization. This will help 
compare how different types of organizations at various stages of community archiving 
projects understand sustainability through the roles they designate in their organizations. 
Interviewees filled out a returned consent forms before interviews were conducted.  
The research data (audio recordings and partial transcripts) were stored on the 
ONYEN-protected Office 365 One Drive provided through UNC Chapel Hill. This data 
was destroyed once the interviews were fully analyzed. I did not collect personal or 
sensitive data, either about the individual or the organization for which they work. 
However, I could anonymize the data through removal of names of the individuals and by 
substitution of labels such as “Participant 1”, “Participant 2” etc.  
Ethics 
All interviewees have the option to be made anonymous in this paper. The only 
sensitive information is institutional, organizational, or program identifiers. There should 
be no information shared that would jeopardize the individuals program or position 
within the program. While I will ask about topics such as funding, there is no reason why 
interviewees should feel like I need financial spreadsheets. A sustainability plan is not 
sensitive information.  I have completed the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative 
(CITI) for “Social and Behavioral Research” and have received an IRB exemption. 
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IV: INTERVIEWS  
 Overview 
 The methods used to create community archiving projects vary from group to 
group. There must be, however, a common thread or language for how project goals, 
missions, and outcomes are articulated. One of these threads is sustainability. However, 
in community archiving literature, sustainability is often mentioned but rarely defined. It 
is frequently associated with the ideas of relationship-building, technology, and 
institutional administration. In the interview conducted for this research, there was little 
mention of administration or the “nuts and bolts” of community archiving. Interviewees 
used the word “sustainability” most frequently when speaking of the digital or the 
technological. The term sustainability was used less explicitly when speaking about 
engagement, education, and relationship building with communities. The emotional or 
intellectual meaning community work produces drives project mission and purpose, but 
the abstractness of affect is an uneasy bedfellow for the term sustainability which lends 
itself to the concrete and tangible. The interviews conducted reflect this tension and each 
in their own way accept and resolve the problem.  
 Over the course of my research, I conducted five interviews with individuals of 
varied experiences and practices of community archiving and cultural heritage work. All 
five interviewees have differing degrees of training, institutional support or partnerships, 
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and levels of personal engagement with the communities they serve. All interviewees 
have consented to the use of their names, institutions or organizations, and projects for 
the purpose of this research. I briefly describe each interviewee, their role, and 
organization below. They are listed in alphabetical order for organizational purposes 
which in no way reflect the order in which they were interviewed or the author’s 
preference for their project. For the purpose of this work, I am delineating between 
community members and the project practitioners despite the fact that the majority of 
practitioners are members of the communities involved. I am not attempting to recreate 
an “insider/ outsider” dichotomy that is by its very nature is antagonistic. Rather I am 
simply trying to clearly identify the ideas transmitted by interviewees.    
Douglas “Biff” Hollingsworth is the Collecting and Outreach Archivist at Wilson 
Special Collections Library, University Libraries, University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill. He has been in this position since 2008. He is currently working on a Community-
Driven Archives Mellon grant project, collaborating with four community project 
partners: the Student Health Coalition ([A]SHC), the Eastern Kentucky African 
American Migration Project (EKAAMP), San Antonio African American Community 
Archive and Museum (SAAACAM), and Historic Black Towns and Settlement Alliance 
(HBTSA). 
The Community-Driven Archives is a three-year Mellon Grant project that works 
with communities to create resources and share skills for local archiving and cultural 
heritage work. The Community-Driven Archives has partnered with these four pilot 
groups to identify need and offer solutions and support for projects that capture local 
histories often ignored or appropriated. Hollingsworth is a project lead for this grant, but 
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works most closely with EKAAMP and [A]SHC.61 62 These partnerships have included 
some traditional archival elements like collection building and acquisition by the 
Southern Historical Collection through the gathering of materials and oral histories. 
Community need drives these projects, however, which include traveling exhibits, oral 
history digitization, and a website that is curated by the community. Additionally, all the 
resources for communities, such as the Archivist in a Backpack inventories, oral history 
interview guides, exhibit building guides, and digital preservation guides are free and 
open to the public. 63  Hollingsworth’s work focuses on archival access and transparency 
as a vehicle for community participation and healing. This work began in earnest when 
prompted by a community leader’s questions about community ownership and memory, 
the answers to which did not fit neatly into the traditional archival framework.       
Abira Hussein is the Creative Director of the projects Healing Through Archives 
and The Nomad Project. Both projects focus on the Somalian communities in the UK 
with an aim to create digital and immersive archives for these diasporic, migrant, and 
refugee populations. She has been involved in cultural heritage and archiving projects 
since 2014. Hussein has pulled upon her work in the science and health field and paired 
this with her experience at the British Museum in order to use technology to connect 
communities, collect stories, and heal trauma. Hussein has no professional archival 
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training but she has been influenced by works in the archival field that examine the 
power of post-colonial archiving.  
Her current work, The Nomad Project, is an immersive digital archive, focusing 
on the material heritage and oral histories from Somali communities in the UK.64 Hussein 
has partnered with Mnemoscene, a company based in Brighton, UK, that employs mixed 
reality for “meaningful immersive experiences.”65 This partnership has allowed Hussein 
to use traditional materials from Somali community members and digitize them in such a 
way that they can be combined with other media, like sound, to create an interactive 
experience. 66 The website states that “Nomad includes a Mixed Reality experience for 
the Microsoft HoloLens developed by Mnemoscene. The experience layers sound 
recordings from the British Library, digitised objects and photographs from the British 
Museum and Powell-Cotton Museum, and people presented as 3D holograms into the 
user’s real-life environment.”67 Hussein’s work creates affective and healing spaces for 
her community, spaces where they can see themselves represented in histories and spaces 
meant for them.  
 Christopher Metatawabin is an Economic Development Officer in Fort Albany, an 
unorganized area outside of Toronto. He has been in this position for 30 plus years, “in 
all capacities, as a translator, interpreter, radio broadcaster, teacher, everything else.”68 
Metatawabin is a member of the First Nation in Fort Albany and lives on a government 
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reservation in the mushkegowuk area, or swamplands. Metatawabin describes from 
firsthand experience how governmental policy has destroyed First Nation heritage and 
knowledge practices, particularly because his community’s history is not textual in the 
Western-European framework. Metatawabin is the only interviewee I spoke with who 
does not have an existing project. He conducts oral histories when he can but he struggles 
with the lack of funding, extractive practices of universities and organizations, and the 
problems exacerbated by his community’s geographical and technological isolation, lack 
of infrastructure, and political legacies of oppression. Additionally, cultural heritage work 
is not Metatawabin’s job and he has other responsibilities and pressure that pull him away 
from this archiving work.  
His work is the most fragile of my interviewees because he is the only one doing 
this work in his community, and only when he can. In his interview, he mourned the 
disconnect between generations that the lack of traditional knowledge has caused.  His 
community’s existence on the reservation means they are dependent on government 
funding, which Metatawabin spoke about with a sense of hopelessness in his voice.  Out 
of all the practitioners interviewed, Metatawabin most strongly articulated the link 
between cultural heritage and public policy. Significantly, his interview focuses on the 
negative implications of an archival and cultural absence, and the repercussions for his 
community that absence creates.  
 Natalie Milbrodt is the Coordinator of Metadata Services and Director of Queens 
Memory Project. She has worked at the Queens Public Library in various capacities since 
2010. Queens Memory Project began as an oral history project, documenting the 
contemporary history of community members in Queens, but has since grown to 
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encompass collaboration between Queens College, Queens Public Library, local artists, 
project ambassadors, and community members to be a truly community-driven endeavor 
that focuses on access, education, and preservation of local histories. This project is 
unique in that it is based not in outreach or education departments, but rather technical 
services with an emphasis on digital and metadata.  
 Queens Memory Project focuses on contemporary history of the Queens, NY 
community through photographs and oral history collection. The project contains 
community documentation from single interviews, interview series conducted by Queens 
Ambassadors, and outside collaborators like professors and artists who do community 
work and need a landing place for their projects. Queens Memory Project also provides 
education and outreach for events, technology, and conducting oral histories.69     
 Kate Wells and Angela DiVeglia are the Curator of the Rhode Island Collection 
(RIC) at the Special Collections Department at Providence Public Library and the 
Curatorial Assistant in the Special Collections Department, respectively. Wells has been 
in this position for 6 years and DiVeglia for four. Wells and DiVeglia are currently 
developing community focused work that emphasizes community need, relationship 
building, and education that empowers individuals and organizations to protect their 
histories and materials within their communities, rather than just donating to the Special 
Collections. Much of the project is still in the development stages and the first workshop 
series will be unveiled later this year, but the genesis for this work came from a library 
evaluation of their strategic plan.  
                                                 
69 Queens Memory Project, http://queensmemory.org/. 
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Community collaboration and accessibility has always been part of the 
Providence Public Library’s mission, but during this strategic planning, it became clear 
that the Special Collections Department could leverage their unique knowledge as 
archivists to serve different parts of their communities, especially those missing in the 
collection’s existing record. Part of their department’s work would use their backgrounds 
in records management and cultural history and offer that knowledge to organizations 
who may not intend to donate materials to the library. Wells and DiVeglia see this as “a 
responsibility towards those materials, not necessarily them ending up here, but that 
somebody from one of these organizations can call us 20 years down the line and say, 
hey I’m trying to find a home for these can you talk me through my options.”70 Wells and 
DiVeglia see their work as most sustainable and successful through the workshops and 
the relationships that develop between the library, individuals, and local organizations. 
They want to empower communities to feel confident in keeping their materials within 
their original spaces, and have future generations view the Special Collections 
Departments as resources for archival practices. Wells noted that “relationship building is 
a huge part of what we do, [it’s the main focus of these workshops] and we want to share 
knowledge and skills and we want to build good and strong relationships throughout the 
community.”71 
I created an interview framework and set of questions with the help of Paul Mihas 
at the Odom Institute for Research in Social Science at the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill (see Appendix A). The interviews were semi-structured and 
                                                 
70 Kate Wells and Angela DiVeglia, interview by author, Chapel Hill, NC, February 11, 2019. 
71 Wells and DiVeglia, interview.  
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conversational. Because of the diverse geographical locations of my interviewees, I 
conducted all but one remotely. Of those four remote interviews, three were over the 
phone and one was over Skype at the request of the interviewee. I recorded all the 
interviews with a Zoom H4n Audio Recorder and saved to Microsoft One Drive, 
protected by Two-Step Verification. The recordings were immediately deleted from the 
H4n Audio Recorder once the transfer was completed. Consent forms were obtained prior 
to recording.  
The topic of sustainability appears implicitly as well as explicitly throughout all 
of the interviews. Sustainability is an awkward thing to examine because it is institutional 
and clinical. It conjures up images of checklists, quantitative outcomes, and deliverables. 
When asked, not one interviewee had a written sustainability policy. Therefore, I tried 
where possible to asked questions around the topic of sustainability by asking for 
narratives and examples. At times, I had to read against the grain to find sustainability in 
these interviews because it felt jarring within the narrative to talk about a community’s 
history of trauma within the language of institutional sustainability practices.  Often 
narratives about affect and legacy are fruitful expressions of implied sustainability 
measures while technology is the most explicit. When asked what is most important in 
making a project sustainable, interviewees discussed relationship building. When asked 
about sustainability, they talked about technology. To this end, this section is comprised 
of what the interviewees had to say about their work, with my analysis and synthesis 
playing a supporting role.  
What was evident, as examined below, is that for these practitioners, 
sustainability relates more to community impact, networking, and project lifecycle or 
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evolution. There was no sense that a community archive was sustainable only if the 
projects ended with a physical archive that could last for decades, like traditional 
institutional models. Rather, there was a focus on understanding how communities use 
and access their materials. Additionally, there was a heavy emphasis on what Caswell et 
al., describe as “representational being” as I originally hypothesized. The interviewees 
discussed collection building and holding materials but emphasizing the desire to keep 
materials physically in the communities rather than traditional deposit structures.  
Legacy and meaning were more significant for interviewees rather than 
sustainability in the traditional “nuts and bolts” sense of the word.  There is a much 
broader and interdisciplinary understanding of sustainability for these community 
archives practitioners. Sustainability means policy change, infrastructure, public health 
and healing, artwork and classroom curriculum. It means keeping collections with the 
families and producing middling-quality oral histories if it means that later down the road 
a family member or researcher can learning something about a community or individual. 
Practitioners interviewed here were not concerned with items and collections lasting 
forever. Some stated they did not see the point of static materials lasting forever if they 
were no longer useful or usable by the creator communities. This is not an expression of 
naval-gazing or internalizing community isolation, but rather an understanding that the 
community’s needs come first; these groups are much more comfortable and in tune with 
the archival lifecycle than most institutions.   
Sustainability had different connotations for all the interviewees but there were 
some common threads. Education, Affect and Catharsis, Institutional Partnerships and 
Silences in the Narrative, Technology, and the Situational Nature of Sustainability were 
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common topics within at least four of the five interviews. Two subtopics I will briefly 
touch upon are the articles and projects that interviewees were influenced by and how 
practitioners discuss their projects with those outside of community archiving. 
Education 
 Education in many forms was one of the most frequently mentioned component of 
the sustainability of any project, referenced nearly two dozen times within the five 
interviews. Interviewees focused on different aspects of education from using educational 
programs and workshops to empower communities to do work on their own, to using 
education as a means of protecting communities from legacies of extractive and 
oppressive practices. Education is a tool that works both ways. Communities learn skills 
and practices, and practitioners are better able to address community need through 
equitable measures. This understanding of need drives programs, thereby helping to make 
the projects more far reaching, meaningful, and connective, all which underpin notions of 
community archiving sustainability.   
 Wells and DiVeglia have partnered with their educational department within the 
public library system and community groups, their work ranging from immigration and 
naturalization work to collection development of local histories. Wells stated that in 
reevaluating the Special Collections strategy, there was room to improve the “collection 
development policy which could include contemporary history, better patron 
representation, focusing on access to local history collecting, intentionality towards social 
and cultural history, especially groups with a large gap in their history within 
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repositories.”72 For Wells and DiVeglia, their institutional, and state-wide mission of 
being the “best collaborator” has allowed them to frame their educational outreach 
according to the needs of the community. Wells and DiVeglia will host their first 
community workshop in the summer of 2019 and look forward to the feedback they will 
receive. 73 
 Hollingsworth and Milbrodt, who have identified knowledge gaps within their 
communities and used their projects to rectify that inequality, echo this philosophy. For 
Hollingsworth, one of the key areas for growth and education is in the access and 
curation of materials. He stated that, 
So and there’s education gaps or knowledge gaps in terms of what we do 
and how they get to their own stuff. So what we’ve tried to do is set up 
ways that nurture that co-curation process. Some are technical like we’ve 
set up ways to share files, some of them are more communal, making sure 
they get together once in a while and talk about these issues of curation 
when they sit together and actually curate for an hour. That’s especially so 
with the digital stuff, co-curation is so critical.74   
Milbrodt’s group has taken that same concern voiced by Hollingsworth and approached it 
from the technical side of an institution. Since her community archiving project is based 
in technical services and metadata, she has framed Queens Memory Project along those 
lines, thereby helping community members better understand description and 
documentation as a way to preserve and access community materials.  
We never used to do anything public facing in the institution. It was often 
kind of a mystery of what happens when you send something to 
cataloging. This black box and stuff goes in there and then it comes out 
cataloged. Oftentimes when you’re doing more technical work, like for 
example we’re doing web archiving right now as part of the community 
                                                 
72 Wells and DiVeglia, interview. 
73 Wells and DiVeglia, interview. 
74 Douglas “Biff” Hollingsworth, interview by author, Chapel Hill, NC, February 11, 2019.  
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work and I think if you don’t have an approachable public facing staff 
who can explain what that means and why its significant, it’s a little 
alienating. It’s like your work isn’t as valued if you can’t explain it well. 
So I would say that is a shift because people don’t really understand the 
technical details or technologies we are using, [but] they have a better 
understanding of…like the idea of what we are doing which is great.75 
Throughout Milbrodt’s interview, she illustrated the educative power of her work in 
helping community members make incremental changes to better preserve and make 
accessible their materials. She frames much of their educational work as conversations 
that will not overwhelm participants with technical jargon but rather encourages baby 
steps in preservation and organization.  
Hussein argued that this kind of archival technique, referring to the conversations 
about technology, counters community vulnerability. When asked if she saw education 
and engagement as part of sustainability plans she responded positively. 
 Yes you[practitioners] have to learn, you are in quite a vulnerable 
position if you don’t know how to do something [referring to technology]. 
Increasing awareness, teach people to record, use it for their own work, 
unlock[ing] resources that exist in institutions, use their equipment to 
make your work sustainable. [But] institutions aren’t often interested. 
They might see your work but they aren’t interested [in collaborating] in a 
way where you are seen as partners.76  
Hussein views technological education as a means of leveling the playing field so that 
institutions see communities as equal partners in this work, rather than groups to be 
guided. Education for these practitioners is more than creating educational content, but 
rather working towards an understanding of the specific needs of the community. Ideally, 
in these kinds of situations, education is mutual between communities and the 
practitioner’s group or organization. Wells, DiVeglia and Milbrodt have stated that they 
                                                 
75 Natalie Milbrodt, interview by author, Chapel Hill, NC, February 15, 2019. 
76 Abira Hussein, interview with author, Chapel Hill, NC February 18, 2019. 
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see their most successful educational programs as those that the community members 
take outside of the library and use without institutional practitioners.77 78 
Affect and Catharsis 
 One aspect of community archiving that is more developed than in institutional 
archiving literature is that of user affect and catharsis. Interviewees and the scholars 
represented in this paper’s literature review examine the role of meaning, impact, healing, 
and emotive expression within the community archive. Part of sustainability of these 
projects is understanding how they affect the communities with whom the projects are 
created. The metric that is used is often abstract, based in narrative, facial and physical 
cues, or in some cases tears.  
 While all interviewees illustrated the role of affect, emotion, and catharsis, this 
point is central to Hollingsworth’s conception of community archiving and a great deal of 
his interview was spent examining this link between sustainability and emotion.  
I’ve been known to say that I measure my success in tears. I think back to 
the opening of the EKAAMP exhibit and the work that we had done to 
further document the story of one family the Ratchford family and 
watching how members of that family saw for the first time on exhibit 
generations of their family that they didn’t  know before and of course it 
was an emotional moment.  So I think that just speaks to, one of the times 
I got interested in this idea as archives as catharsis. Obviously a cathartic 
moment for this woman. If we are doing it right we are touching a nerve.79 
                                                 
77 Wells and DiVeglia, interview. “We are really trying to leave space for this to be driven by our 
participants and community organizations we are working with, see how it plays out, are people calling for 
follow-up, to donate their stuff or to talk about where it’s going to go in 20 years or are people really 
wanting our workshop and then say thank you goodbye.” 
78 Milbrodt, interview. “I would say diversifying our holdings but also moments where I see members of 
the public who we’re serving taking an attitude of ownership over their own pub library local history 
collections. Those are really the breakthrough moments. I remember I had one community member call up 
and say Hey I’m going to have a Queens Memory event do you want to come. And I was like perfect yes.” 
79 Hollingsworth, interview.  
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Much of community archiving work deals with representation, commemoration, and 
various forms of communal healing. Hussein frames this as using community archiving 
work to understand trauma in an effort to promote social change, which plays a role in 
sustainability.  She notes that using oral histories and immersive technologies can help 
contextualize a traumatic experience particularly for nomadic and refugee groups: “what 
you can carry with you is memories and things that you try to record…archives here is 
trying to create something a bit more tangible…Its quite powerful for the community 
growing up here because they are trying to…go back or recreate a particular time that’s 
lost.”80 For communities whose histories and stories are not textually based, re-creation 
practices can offer a more holistic archival experience, incorporating sounds, images, and 
traditional practices.  
Later when asked if she had any sort of metric for user affect or if she saw 
evidence of users being affected by the work, she laughed and said, 
I don’t know about for them but for me there is. It’s the engagement when 
people, all I have are social media responses, that is all I have to measure 
engagement right now…People really enjoyed the Somali Festival in 
October people really enjoyed it, the augmented reality cards with pictures 
people said “oh I remember how the object was used I’d forgotten” People 
would be kind of shocked, surprised, for most it was the first time they’d 
used the immersive headset. React in quite a physical way, some were 
singing, dancing, some young people got scared. Lot of positive 
responses.81 
This is one of the clearest expressions of how Jeannette Bastion and Caswell et al., 
examine the effects of non-textual forms of representations have on viewers and users.82 
                                                 
80 Hussein, interview.  
81 Hussein, interview. 
82 See examples Jeannette A. Bastian, “The records of memory, the archives of identity: celebrations, texts, 
and archival sensibilities.”; Caswell et al., “‘To Suddenly Discover Yourself Existing’: Uncovering the 
48 
 
Hussein is able to explore these methods of engagement because of collaboration with 
technology creators and grants. Her work is funded for 5 years total and she is pursuing 
more options to sustain these events and community support.  
Archival affect can work in opposite ways, however, such as when there is a lack 
of support, materials, and programs. This is evident in Metatawabin’s community as he 
describes below. The passage is substantial but important for those of us in this field to 
confront the legacies of neglect and active harm that we perpetuate.   
Yeah and even if we carry out these cultural projects in the community we 
don’t see any final product because they all disappear down south. There 
is no community support for future cultural projects because they don’t 
see anything in the community. We don’t have a facility to house our 
products so that people can see them and what’s successful and what is 
available for the children at the school for them to use to take pride in their 
culture…. 
We are play acting to be Indians….We are trained to pursue globalization. 
To integrate or assimilate. That is what we are trained to do. We are not 
given the opportunity to create our own economy our own culture our own 
heritage. Even tourism. They got lots of money for tourism. I can apply for 
tourism dollars but people [here] don’t want to be sitting here to be 
photographed by tourists coming, they want us to be sitting like zoos, like 
animals in the zoo. And for tourists to take pictures of us inside the 
reserve. That’s their concept of tourism and that’s not what we want.83 
Metatawabin views the lack of cultural heritage work as part of a larger narrative of 
oppression, erasure, and policies meant to isolate his community. He stated a number of 
times his communities lack of voice in partnerships or funding  projects, and the mental 
health toll it takes. The younger generation, Metatawabin explains, are not able to 
connect easily with their elders and do not see the reservation as a place for them. A 
significant number of people have moved south, Metatawabin’s children included, 
                                                 
Impact of Community Archives;” Caswell et al., “‘To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise’: community archives 
and the important of representation.” 
83 Metatawabin, interview. 
49 
 
because of policy effort to assimilate First Nations people into Canadian culture, rather 
than let communities represent themselves.  
Institutional Partnerships and Silences in the Narrative 
 One aspect of sustainability in community archives that is often discussed, 
particularly in community archiving blogs but mentioned specifically above by 
Metatawabin and Hussein, is the role of institutional partnerships.84 It cannot be denied 
that established archives and organizations can inherently provide stability and practices 
that some community projects lack. Hollingsworth calls this the community “safety 
net.”85 It must also be stated, echoing Hussein, Metatawabin, Cifor, Caswell et al., Jules, 
and others that institutions have long helped unequable and blatantly harmful practices 
and ideologies towards minority communities and those not explicitly represented in 
archival holdings.86  
Racism, classism, homophobia, xenophobia, sexism, and colonialism are 
historically foundational to many, if not all, established archives. Even if these ideals are 
rejected in mission statements, legacy practices remain and many communities are wary 
of working with institutions with such legacies of oppression, extraction, and lack of 
ethics. In her interview, Hussein stated that she is concerned that institutions will co-opt 
community archiving work. She notes, “these spaces [museums and archives] are not 
designed for you… [these] post-colonial archives, because thinking about the National 
                                                 
84 See for example Yusef Omowale, “We Already Are” and Jamie Ann Lee. “Archival legibility and 
Legitimacy: Sustainability through Storytelling across Generations.” 
85 Hollingsworth, interview.  
86 See for examples: Cifor, Marika and Anne J. Gilliland. “Affect and the archive, archives and their 
affects: an introduction to the special issue;” Bryan Giemza “More than Words: Respectful Stewardship 
and the Balance of Community Archives.” 
50 
 
Archives it’s quite violent and sometimes there isn’t very much and when there is 
something it’s only when someone has confessed something or there’s court proceedings 
you suddenly see a bit of commentary or a bit more things that are hidden or silenced.”87 
For Hussein, the fear is that community stories will become institutionalized and 
sanitized of their emotive power to reconcile and heal trauma.  
 Each interviewee examined these questions differently but with common 
language of trust building and offering education and training, rather than forcing certain 
frameworks. Wells and DiVeglia stated, 
here are groups of people that haven’t felt welcome in an institution so it’s 
about rebuilding trust with them, we really are trying to be of service, 
presenting workshop as offering you skill building, not angling to get your 
records….we are really aware that there is that legacy potentially that 
people might feel nervous about that, [and we are] trying to take that part 
of the equation off the table.88  
They hope that their projects will emphasize more localized collection building, one that 
uses the public library and their institutional partners as resources. Wells and DiVeglia’s 
project is well positioned to be an advocate for communities in a number of areas, within 
and outside their public library. Specifically, they are working with a program at Roger 
Williams University that is geared towards community development. It mainly focuses on 
supporting community development and community practitioners and is aided by the fact 
that the department head has many relationships in place.89 However, Wells and DiVeglia 
were emphatic in that this was a collaborative process.90  
                                                 
87 Hussein, interview. 
88 Wells and DiVeglia, interview. 
89 Wells and DiVeglia, interview. “In Rhode Island because it’s such a small place, knowing a guy who 
knows a guy is important.” 
90 Wells and DiVeglia, interview. 
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Milbrodt argued that her project works so well because the public library had an 
existing relationship with the community built on trust, but that she could certainly see 
how a university and a community could be at odds. Queens Memory is uniquely 
positioned as mediator between university and public library, allowing them to have 
conversations about ethics while acting as a service oriented repository for university 
work. In examples of working with artists and academics, a strong ethical framework is 
central for the project. Milbrodt states that, 
I’ll say one more thing about working with academics we try to position 
ourselves as service provider to them because often academics find 
themselves in the bind of having to go for IRB approval or having to come 
up with a solution for what are they going to do with the interview once 
they are done and, its kind of like the artist, they don’t want to do 
community engaged work and then leave people hanging. We try to 
position ourselves as once your semester is done and you need to move on, 
leave the interviews and the information we need about them and we will 
process them and make them part of the collection and here is the consent 
form and so we try to have ways to smooth the path for people who want 
to use oral history but don’t want to die on the hill for coming up with 
some super complicated approvals. 91      
By focusing again on service, Milbrodt argues that the communities’ needs can always be 
positioned as the most important and protected, rather than silenced, by the project.  
Hussein and Metatawabin speak more to the problems of institutional 
participation in community projects, and about how their infrastructure is actually 
detrimental to the sustainability of communities and their narratives. When asked if 
universities are interested in doing collaborative community work in Fort Albany 
Metatawabin states, “well they were willing to do the cultural heritage projects with the 
community but they take it all out and put it in their archives. We never hear from 
                                                 
91 Milbrodt, interview. 
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them.”92 He went on to say that communities are promised accessibility to material but 
they do not have the technology to access projects. When asked about how and if the 
communities are cited for their participation in studies, he said  
CM: Nope. They [universities] take credit for it. They are the ones that 
have the certificate, the accreditation, and the reputations to claim 
ownership of materials. They don’t give us any credit because we’re not 
certified.  
CD: which then makes it very difficult to do… 
CM: Economic development.  
CD: Economic development and to protect your community’s heritage. 
CM: Yeah. That’s right. 
CD: Especially if universities are able to tell a certain story a certain way. 
CM: Yeah.93 
The mistrust expressed by communities and their practitioners is palpable and some, like 
Hussein, have directly partnered with technology companies to help support materials 
and infrastructures. Others, those on the institutional side, have identified areas in which 
they can actively support community work that counters power dynamics. Partnering 
with an institution does not ensure sustainability and in some cases it actually sabotages 
the purpose of the project, therefore hamstringing the entire enterprise. The knowledge of 
this inequity only makes more clear where there are missing pieces of the narrative.  
Technology 
 Three interviewees emphasized technology as playing an integral role in 
sustainability. One noted that their project had not developed a technological component 
yet, but that would be considered as the project grew and with community needs 
particularly in dealing with younger generations, and one noted how technological 
                                                 
92 Metatawabin, interview. 
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inequality visibly harms his community. Technology was the only aspect of these 
community archiving projects where the term sustainability was used unprompted by the 
interviewer, and interviewees were able to speak explicitly and comfortably about 
sustainability plans. This represents really the only time interviewees talked about a “nuts 
and bolts” aspect of their projects. Indeed, Hollingsworth noted that for his institution’s 
project, the digital most influenced sustainability.94 
 Hussein’s work is interesting because there has been a technological transition 
from project to project. One initial project she started was a Facebook group called 
“Somali Portraits before the War” which was influenced by Autograph ABP’s “This 
Missing Chapter Project.” Through this project, Hussein tried to crowdsource images of 
Somali peoples before the civil war in the 1960s. The page is now relatively inactive 
(people started posting weird stuff Hussein laughingly admitted) but she keeps 
maintenance up here and there.95 More prominent is her current work with Mnemoscene 
and the Universal Viewer, both opensource platforms that utilize IIIF. It is Hussein’s 
hope that this technology will not only create a standard for digital archiving but enable 
communities to create collections that utilized mixed reality. In these community 
workshops, “we digitized those objects and then we also got people to do…oral histories 
and we used that to populate the metadata.”96  
Hussein ideally sees this type of opensource technology as an archival equalizer, 
making collections visible for use and promoting project sustainability through inter-
community collaboration. She states, by “trying to create a standard for archival content 
                                                 
94 Hollingsworth, interview. 
95 Hussein, interview. At the time of writing this paper, I could not locate the Facebook group.  
96 Hussein, interview. 
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that allows you then to share content across connections. But of course  it’s dependent on 
whether institutions chose to make their collections available. Anyway so then my project 
was about creating a community archive that was community owned and developed so 
we invited participants to a series of workshops to bring objects” for digitizing and 
description.97 Hussein views content sharing as a key component of sustaining 
community interest and affect. If collections are shared across institutions, access to these 
materials and narratives will be made more equitable. This in turn will continue to 
highlight gaps in the narrative, prompting communities to add to those stories in 
increasingly inclusive and equitable spaces. The archives can be a place for sustainable 
program and conversations that address marginalization, trauma, and continued colonial 
practices in archives and cultural heritage spaces. In Hussein’s work, technology provides 
new avenues for access. She states that, 
actually when I worked on that project I came across a company called 
museum in a box that uses Raspberry Pi and prints 3D objects and so we 
digitized objects so we could print them in 3D and I had to find sounds 
that accompanied those objects and I was aware of this that Somali culture 
is predominately oral that a lot of these objects are related to sound and 
that it wasn’t showing the dynamic nature of Somali heritage. In that way I 
started thinking about how objects and sounds and maybe film could all 
work together to provide a better understanding of how a particular culture 
and particularly thinking about African heritage.”98  
Immersive practices better represent some cultures and forms of cultural documentation. 
Hussein pairs the longevity of her work with new and untested forms of technology that 
will better integrate sounds and practices.  
                                                 
97 Hussein, interview.  
98 Hussein, interview. 
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This theme is echoed in Milbrodt’s work which focuses heavily on oral history, 
but her work views technology differently. Two technological components  support her 
work: institutional and community. The focus on digital collections and holdings means 
that there are fewer print collections. But because Queens Memory is such a strong area 
of growth, her institution has been able to maintain their thirty-two member technical 
services staff because of increased digital access to collections and the need for the wide 
range of language services her staff provides for the community including Spanish, 
Korean, Hindu and Urdu. Second, her super users or Queens Memory Ambassadors are 
the ones who combine expertise with recording technology and intimate community 
relationships to gather stories for preservation.99 She states that,  
We have great metadata and we have really good practices in place for 
doing that part of the technical work. But it’s hard to find grant funding 
for the kind of technology we need like making a nice website. You know 
it’s not, what we need isn’t super innovative. It’s not the first time 
someone’s made a digital archives site. But it also doesn’t fit into the main 
mission of the Queen’s public library website and because it’s a project 
that fits between two institution’s websites in some ways we benefit from 
having the resources of both and in other ways we don’t really belong to 
either…. if you’ve looked at our website its not great. People are the 
important part…The technical stuff is something that you could do one 
effective sweep and get it cleaned up. So no I think the long slog of 
creating good metadata and relationships and maintaining them that’s 
what you can’t fix fast. That’s really the sustaining piece.100 
For Milbrodt, the digital is the support for the community work, not the final product.  
Getting the technology right and securing adequate funding poses a challenge for 
all practitioners, but for Metatawabin, the lack of technology is completely debilitating.  
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We’re not really computer literate up here.  Our tech is basic meanwhile 
their research facilities are high standards. I might be working with 
version 7 and they might be high on version 15 or somewhere out there.  
And you cannot work with modern computers with the basic computers, 
they don’t talk to each other. The machines don’t recognize each other. 
But they want us to upgrade our computers to their standards but I don’t 
have any money to upgrade my computer to their standards. And then I 
have to buy software and other accessories. And how can you keep up 
with them when they have unlimited funding to do what they keep doing 
and I have to wait for someone to give me a little bit of funding.101 
For his community, the technological inequality exemplifies the powerlessness he feels. 
He argues that they have no funding, and no voice, and no ability to be independent 
politically or socially. Technology most easily lends itself to framing sustainability in 
traditional and institutional language. Perhaps it is the concreteness of technology, it can 
be touched and quantified, that makes it convenient example for sustainability. The 
abstractness of affect, healing, or, relationship building makes these outcomes more 
difficult to count and define as a deliverable.  
Situational Nature of Sustainability: The Newman Framework 
 A driving force behind this paper was the article by Joanna Newman “Sustaining 
Community Archives.” In it she offered that sustainability in community archiving was 
situational, stating “sustainable development meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”102 I have 
hypothesized that much of community archiving work is conceptualized on a case-by-
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case basis, which Newman seems to support. I wanted to know how the interviewees 
interpreted this question.103   
 Wells and DiVeglia stated that older community members were certainly not 
asking questions about digital sustainability to the same degree that younger members 
were; it was case-by-case and not always cut along generational lines. Some 
organizations they worked with are highly aware of transitions between leadership and 
are mindful of legacy, continuity, and mentorship.104  Wells and DiVeglia also noted how 
some groups struggled with this type of legacy archiving work because while one person 
sees the value of this project, others are focused on day-to-day. Hollingsworth used the 
example of his project’s partner SAAACAM stating, 
their situation is one that shows that it absolutely is situational. They were 
trying to tie into the tricentennial of San Antonio so they had city-wide 
interest, they were at that moment where a particular generation was dying 
off, people involved in civil rights important things 40-50 years ago. There 
are patterns across community archives, old people that’s one things, 
desire to reflect, there are those sorts of patterns are common but I 
absolutely think its situational.105 
Hollingsworth was also quick to note that access to resources, community interest, and 
knowledge for funding plays a strong part in creating a culturally lucrative situation for 
archiving.  
Milbrodt’s project more than any other has been incorporated into the workflows 
of her institution, which provides some protection against what one scholar called the 
archival transition: the point of danger.106 She was more focused on seeing how Queens 
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Memory could be better incorporated into alumni events at Queens College or how, 
looking towards the project’s anniversary, those who originally participated in oral 
history events could be re-interviewed. Hussein framed her response within the context of 
the realities of nomadic culture.  
I would agree with that because thinking about how people would have 
lived like, I was focusing on nomadic culture and you create something 
and use it for a period of time. But there wasn’t that need to hold onto it 
and as long as it had that particular purpose and once it didn’t then you got 
rid of it because you were moving so it didn’t make sense to carry it 
around. But with the objects that we are collecting the things that we were 
digitizing weren’t functioning anymore they were decorative. It was a way 
of connecting with their past. [It’s] situational in that diasporic 
communities would collect differently than those situated within a 
particular locale and have geographical content. Refugees what they can 
bring is limited by circumstance.107 
The responses from the interviewees made it clear that circumstantial does not negate 
sustainability. Rather what they discussed, and what Newman meant by her definition, 
was that projects can change, evolve or for a time be placed in metaphorical “dark 
storage” until they are required again. Community archiving has a better grasp of the 
archival continuum because they are not beholden to the same overhead and keeping the 
lights on mentality as institutions. Projects, such as workshops, oral history projects, and 
digital exhibits can be molded and remain meaningful as an act of sustainability. Afterall, 
the Japanese American National Museum has a building and a budget but they refuse to 
change some key aspects and as a result have lost the younger generation’s interest. That, 
despite the building, is not sustainable.108  
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Subtopic I: Literature Used by Interviewees 
 During the course of my research I created a literature review to guide and inform 
this work. As I was interested also in learning what literature, projects, and research the 
interviewees used to inform their projects, I asked them if any works came to mind as 
central to their community working. I was curious to see if any of the resources were 
used in multiple projects or if one article in particular influenced multiple practitioners. 
While interviewees cited some articles during our conversations, they were more 
interested in seeing what others are doing, talking to colleagues, and practices outside the 
archival field.  
 Wells and DiVeglia stated that when they were formulating their project, they 
compiled a bibliography, but they reflected more on the practices of the Sally Bingham 
Center at Duke University where DiVeglia was a graduate student worker. They are 
currently drafting a set of principles for community archives based on of the Design 
Justice Network Principles, and are continuing conversation with the DJNP about the 
articulation of those principles in an archival setting.109 Wells and DiVeglia noted that 
while they pay attention to the happenings in cultural heritage institutions, they are 
invested more in following the needs of their specific community. Hollingsworth echoes 
this more hands-on and community-specific focus, stating, “I just like when people come 
together for history harvest. That’s where I get ideas, seeing people doing these 
interesting events. Bringing the community out” and understanding where they see their 
project going.110 
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 Milbrodt stated that she was heavily influenced by an article written by Patricia 
Galloway from the University of Texas about post-custodial archiving practices. In our 
interview, she noted that “I was developing new skills as a new professional in the library 
and archival world to think of my role in a less colonial way and to be thinking about 
ways to service families and communities to take care of their own stuff. That was really 
powerful to me and it was something I could identify with. I feel like being able to share 
those skills with other people will just create a more diverse record of life.”111 For 
Hollingsworth, Milbrodt, Wells and DiVeglia singular archival articles struck a chord, 
but their focus was on collaborative practice and conversations with peers. They used 
research as support for the projects, but it did not drive creation.  
 Hussein provided the most diverse readings, incorporating materials from her 
background in public health as well as classic archival texts such as those by Terry Cook. 
Hussein said that she uses Twitter to gather reading recommendations from those in the 
archival field, compiling a crowdsourced reading list. A 2008 report called “Fair Society 
Healthy Lives” written by Michael Marmot, Peter Goldblatt, Jessica Allen, et al., “looks 
at inequality social determinate of health. Culture is one of the things [they] speak about. 
Communities being able to access culture” particularly in the context of recreating 
cherished traditions after trauma.112 She was influenced by the work of Dissonant 
Archives and their examination of the devasting consequences of colonial archival 
practices as well as the works of Nathan Richards who argues for keeping local history in 
its geographical content stating, “you can’t approach these practices and pluck them and 
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stick them in an archive or museum. They shape the past they store the past, and they 
interpret that past and without them you lose the voices of living heritage.” 113 Theory 
and practice shape the community archive field, but how they integrated into specific 
projects is case-by-case. This is not surprising, but I wonder if this partially explains why 
community archives are still viewed cautiously by institutions or worse as illegitimate 
because projects do not have the same robust foundation that other projects demand.  
Subtopic II: Discussing Projects with Those Outside Community Archives 
 Another topic worth briefly mentioning is the relationship between community 
archives practitioners and colleagues not involved in these types of projects. Again, this 
is mainly case-by-case and dependent on the institution, if there is one partnering. 
However, it is interesting to note areas of agreement or discord in how practitioners 
describe these projects to communities and to other library or archiving professionals. 
When talking to communities, archivists employ the language of catharsis and ownership. 
When speaking to colleagues, they tends to focus on types of research value and service 
to the institution’s larger mission. This is not duplicity on the part of the practitioner. 
Rather it is a perfect example of the problem of terminology. It seems that through this 
research, sustainability is not the best term to employ with community work, precisely 
because the term sustainability has its own legacy within the historical institution, one 
that speaks strongly to preconceived notions of determining legitimacy. The university 
archive is less interested in emotive expression, it has to be concerned with researcher 
access and keeping the lights on. Communities can walk the line between physical 
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establishments and malleability of projects to service the communities with immediacy. 
There is no critical judgment of professionals here, rather an invitation to understand.   
Section Conclusion: What is Success? 
 The concluding questions of the interviews asked participants if they believed 
sustainability was an essential metric for success. Participants stated that the traditional 
type of sustainability, related to institutional structures, were not a useful measure of 
success. What is evident from these interviews is that community work is much more 
flexible and able to transform than established institutional work. The emphasis on the 
continuum and ability of archives to evolve between users are important for these 
community archiving projects. Participants did not see the point in having materials last 
forever in Hollinger boxes if it prohibits community use. Access and intrinsic meaning to 
the community are at the forefront of this work. Milbrodt discussed the social value of 
sustainability, but one of her comments offered a unique insight: 
I mean I guess if it’s a short project the success of it would be how well 
it’s documented and if anybody even knows about it. This kind of work is 
most successful when its outcomes are replicated. And when the people 
involved have experienced a long term intervention in the way they think 
about their place in history. The way they can take ownership of the 
historical record. I think whether it’s a project that lasts 5 years or 50 years 
those would be the outcomes that matter most when it’s a community 
archiving program.114    
This comment, and those by other interviewees, echoed the work of Caswell et al., about 
representational being. Documentation and making the evidence of others highly visible 
is one of the greatest metrics of community archiving sustainability. This relates directly 
to the works of others, like Jeannette Bastion who examined the various forms of archival 
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documentation for non-textual materials, like Carnival. This rejection of dominant and 
normative archival materials as the only sources of legitimation means that certain 
practices, like types of sustainability, are less relevant.  
Sustainability for these interviewees is more abstract than a physical building or 
enduring digital presence, though those things are useful and good for communities doing 
this work. The innate flexibility and “DIY” style of this work allows for conversations 
and projects to exist and thrive without being mired down by explicit sustainability plans. 
For these interviewees, the relationship building within the community is the most 
essential because those relationships lead to stronger communities, projects that heal, and 
visibility of legacies. 
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V. CONCLUSION 
 This research examined the role of sustainability in community archives, looking 
to study the ways in which practitioners talk about sustainability in their work, with their 
communities, and with colleagues. When I began this work, I identified three areas in the 
literature that touched upon notions of sustainability: strengthening identity-bonds, 
technology, and administrative processes. Strengthening identity-bonds through 
relationship-building, supporting collection development that remained in the 
community’s geographical spaces, and using archival and cultural heritage materials to 
promote visibility and healing were by far the most strongly supported themes explored 
by interviewees. Digital and technological work illustrated the most traditional language 
of sustainability while administrative was hardly mentioned.  
Through this work, it became evident that institutional sustainability is not a 
common or frequently examined idea in community archiving. Traditional ideas of 
institutional sustainability such as overhead and research value were not discussed. 
When sustainability is discussed it is much more abstract and focused on relationships 
within the community, legacy, and sustaining the spirit of the work rather than the actual 
projects. The most institutional-like sustainability talk that occurred in these communities 
tends to focus on the digital. Websites, databases, born-digital preservation, and 
technology all have engendered conversations about sustainability in the traditional way. 
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This is not to say that community archiving and cultural heritage projects are not 
interested in having enduring spaces. Some groups, like SAAACAM want a physical 
museum because that is a physical reminder of their legacy in the face of erasure and 
institutional racism. However, the lack of institutional sustainability language, and the 
emphasis on legacy, storytelling and catharsis, means that community archiving work can 
be highly flexible and organic in program trajectories: they can change, hibernate, restart, 
and end. This mirrors the notion explored in the literature review that the process of 
community archiving is just as important, if not more so, as the product. The social value, 
the emotive response, and the visible representation in all documented forms sustain 
community work. There almost needs to be a new word for this time of malleable 
flexibility for community work, one that is not so engrained with the institutional legacy 
of imposing buildings that provide no space for minorities.  
This sample of community archiving and cultural heritage practitioners exposed a 
number of important points. These interviews illustrate what can be done when 
community archiving and cultural heritage programs are created with the community. 
Significant however, is Chris Metatawabin’s interview, which shows precisely how 
detrimental a denial of community archiving and cultural heritage can be for a 
community. Metatawabin, more than any other interviewee, made the link between 
cultural heritage, community-specific documentation and public policy. Throughout his 
interview, he noted that the projects determined by Toronto were not what the community 
in Fort Albany wanted, needed, or could sustain. He argued that there was not 
accountability for how researchers and policy makers portrayed his community and 
worse there were no resources for community-led cultural heritage or archiving projects. 
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He stated “we were told to live inside the reserve, to me the reserve is just like a dog 
house that you are put into.”115 Ultimately, he noted that there could be no sustainability 
of cultural projects because of the lack of funds, but perhaps more importantly the overt 
oppression of being on a reservation, the physical and the social isolation.  
In community work, the sustainability is how the projects change the community 
and narrative and not so much a quantifiable measure of how long the project lasts. This 
seems to be supported by the widely interdisciplinary nature of community work. 
Interwoven in these interviews were stories of collaborating with social activists, artists, 
university departments, professors and students, emerging VR and mixed reality 
technologies, health, and economic development, as well as libraries. This varied nature 
helps this work adapt between projects, groups, and generations, which is perhaps why 
Newman framed her definition of sustainability as inherently flexible and situational. The 
projects that make up the body of community archiving work are sometimes active and 
other times dormant because the needs of the community drive the projects. The larger 
program is sustainable because the smaller projects can change and evolve as different 
users, generations, and events dictate.   
It was never the intention of this research to concretely define the term 
“sustainability” within the community archives field; that would go against the inherently 
organic nature of the field. Rather, it was my intention to try to identify salient portions of 
the field that related to types of sustainability, in an effort to start conversations that 
would forward this work. Legacy, relationship, lifecycle, healing and catharsis, visibility, 
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legitimizing, and social value are just some of the big ideas within this field. The term 
sustainability did not come up naturally in the interviewee’s conversations except when 
talking about the digital and technological. The interviewees used the term sustainability 
when discussing relations, outreach, and programming when I offered it as a word choice. 
When I introduced the term they applied it to their work but it was not their first word 
choice. I used this method to see how appropriate sustainability was to the way they 
conceptualized their work. To be sure sustainability as an abstract concept is important to 
keeping community archiving projects alive. Yet it is an ill-fitting concept, mired as it is 
in institutional practices and politics to apply the interpersonal and affective work of 
community archives. There needs to be a language for speaking to institutional 
practitioners that connotes the power and legitimacy of this work without the legacy of 
institutional language. 
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VI. APPENDICES 
 
A. Interview Questions Overarching question is: “how do those in the community 
archive field talk about sustainability? 
Context Questions: 
1. Can you please tell me your full name and your job title or role 
2. How long have you been in your current role? 
3. How did you get involved with your current role? 
4. Can you briefly describe your institution, organization, or project group? 
5. When did you first become interested in community archives work? 
6. Can you please describe your current community-focused project or projects? 
Questions focusing on the work of the Interviewee 
1. Can you talk about your group’s current priorities? 
a. Can you tell me more about that? 
2. How, if at all, has your org changed in the last 5 years? 
3. What would you like to see happen in the next 5 years? 
4. What do consider to be successful in your work? 
5. How do you feel about the current trends in community archives? 
6. What do you find especially meaningful about what you do? 
a. What do you think your group finds especially meaningful--the process of 
archiving or the product at the end? 
b. What do find especially meaningful—the process of archiving or the 
product at the end? 
7. When you think about sustainability in community archives work, what kinds of 
things come to mind? 
8. When you discuss sustainability with your colleagues, what kinds of things do 
you talk about? 
a. What about user impact? 
b. Day-to-day activities? 
9. Can you share any examples from your work of successful sustainability projects? 
10. Can you share any examples of challenges you faced? 
11. What, if anything, do you wish you had done differently? 
12. Does your group have a working definition of sustainability? 
a. What kinds of things does the working definition address? 
13. In your work, what kinds of things most influence sustainability? 
a. What about project lifespan? 
b. What about how users are affected?
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14. Is technology incorporated into your project’s definition of sustainability? If so, 
how? No→Can you tell me more about that? 
15. Are collections incorporated into your projects definition of sustainability? If so, 
how? If not, why? 
16. Do you think sustainability is important for success? 
a. Can you tell me more about that? 
Questions focusing on the field 
17. One formal definition of sustainability reads like this: “sustainable development 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs” (Newman, 38).  
In other words,  sustainability is situational—it depends the group, the time, and what 
they need? 
Do you have any thoughts about that? 
What, if anything, would you change? 
18. How do you think your work is received by academics and researchers? 
19. If you could have a conversation with an academic researcher, what would you 
like to share with them? 
20. Have you read any journal articles on community archive work? 
a. Yes→Can you tell me more about what you’ve read? 
21. What do you think about articles that are essentially case studies—specific 
examples of projects? 
22. What about articles that are more theoretical? What do you think about that? 
Questions about success and sustainability 
1. What do you think about community projects that have partners? 
2. Do you currently have a partner? 
3. Have you considered other partnerships? 
4. What do you think about partnerships with institutions? 
5. What concerns, if any, do you have about partnerships? 
a. What about keeping your community control?
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B. Glossary of Terms 
 
1. Sustainability: According to Joanna Newman in her foundational 2011 article 
“Sustaining Community Archives,” sustainability “meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs” (Newman, 38). Often applied to systems, sustainability relates to 
the interconnectedness and interdependence of component.   
2. Viability: similar to sustainability in that the definition is complex. From the 
literature review, “viability” has more to do with the idea of something having 
continued purpose. 
3. Community-archives: According to Newman’s work, community archives 
“are collections of archival records that originate in a community – that is, a 
group of people who live in the same location or share other forms of 
community of  interest – and whose collection, maintenance and use involves 
active participation of that community.” It seems that community-archive 
work spotlights marginalized histories in such a way that control of the 
narrative remains with those whom it affects. However, there are divergent 
views. Jarrett M. Drake, a leading radical-archivist thinker and community 
activist argues that to demarcate a line between community and mainstream 
archives is fundamentally detrimental. All archives reflects communities and 
to denote some as community or local, maintains a vertical power binary. It 
“further masks and thus entrances power, rather than revealing and 
redistributing it.” (Drake, “Seismic Shifts”).  
4. Product: what is tangibly produced, often the visible manifestation of 
“success” and the thing to be “sustained”. 
5. Process: The action of “doing” archives. I am using the three-part theory of 
“representational belonging” created by Michelle Caswell, Marika Cifor, and 
Mario H. Ramirez. This ontology, epistemology, and social theory focuses on 
the impact of visibility and affect had on community members, who through 
the process of archiving affirm “we are here; we were here; we belong here.”  
6. Post-custodial: The school of thought in the archival field that the role of 
archivist has shifted from the role of keeper of the archives and records to 
facilitator of access and active in record creation. This has huge implications 
for theories and discourses of identities, post-modernism, the non-neutral 
nature of archives and records, and who has the right to be recorded, among 
other things.
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